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For Guys Only: The Marks of Manhood

by Dr. Albert Mohler 
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When does a boy become a man? The answer to this must go far beyond biology and chronological age. As defined in the Bible, manhood is a functional reality, demonstrated in a man's fulfillment of responsibility and leadership. With this in mind, let me suggest thirteen marks of biblical manhood. The achievement of these vital qualities marks the emergence of a man who will demonstrate true biblical masculinity.

1. Spiritual maturity sufficient to lead a wife and children.

The Bible is clear about a man's responsibility to exercise spiritual maturity and spiritual leadership. Of course, this spiritual maturity takes time to develop, and it is a gift of the Holy Spirit working within the life of the believer. The disciplines of the Christian life, including prayer and serious Bible study, are among the means God uses to mold a boy into a man and to bring spiritual maturity into the life of one who is charged to lead a wife and family. This spiritual leadership is central to the Christian vision of marriage and family life. A man's spiritual leadership is not a matter of dictatorial power, but of firm and credible spiritual leadership and influence. A man must be ready to lead his wife and his children in a way that will honor God, demonstrate godliness, inculcate Christian character and lead his family to desire Christ and to seek God's glory. Spiritual maturity is a mark of true Christian manhood, and a spiritually immature man is, in at least this crucial sense, spiritually just a boy.

2. Personal maturity sufficient to be a responsible husband and father.

True masculinity is not a matter of exhibiting supposedly masculine characteristics devoid of the context of responsibility. In the Bible, a man is called to fulfill his role as husband and father. Unless granted the gift of celibacy for gospel service, the Christian boy is to aim for marriage and fatherhood. This is assuredly a counter-cultural assertion, but the role of husband and father is central to manhood. Marriage is unparalleled in its effect on men, as it channels their energies and directs their responsibilities to the devoted covenant of marriage and the grace-filled civilization of the family. They must aspire to be the kind of man a Christian woman would gladly marry and children will trust, respect, and obey.

3. Economic maturity sufficient to hold an adult job and handle money.

Advertisers and marketers know where to aim their messages — directly at adolescent boys and young men. This particular segment of the population is inordinately attracted to material goods, popular entertainment, sporting events and other consumer options. The portrait of young manhood made popular in the media and presented as normal through entertainment is characterized by economic carelessness, self-centeredness and laziness. A real man knows how to hold a job, handle money with responsibility and take care of the needs of his wife and family. A failure to develop economic maturity means that young men often float from job to job, and take years to "find themselves" in terms of career and vocation. Once again, an extended adolescence marks a huge segment of today's young male population. Slothfulness, laziness and economic carelessness are marks of immaturity. A real man knows how to earn, manage and respect money. A Christian man understands the danger that comes from the love of money, and fulfills his responsibility as a Christian steward.

4. Physical maturity sufficient to work and protect a family.

Unless afflicted by injury or illness, a boy should develop the physical maturity that, by stature and strength, marks recognizable manhood. Of course, men come in many sizes and demonstrate different levels of physical strength, but common to all men is a maturity, through which a man demonstrates his masculinity by movement, confidence and strength. A man must be ready to put his physical strength on the line to protect his wife and children and to fulfill his God-assigned tasks. A boy must be taught to channel his developing strength and emerging size into a self-consciousness of responsibility, recognizing that adult strength is to be combined with adult responsibility and true maturity.

5. Sexual maturity sufficient to marry and fulfill God's purposes.

Even as the society celebrates sex in every form and at every age, the true Christian man practices sexual integrity, avoiding pornography, fornication, all forms of sexual promiscuity and corruption. He understands the danger of lust, but rejoices in the sexual capacity and reproductive power God has put within him, committing himself to find a wife, and to earn her love, trust and admiration — and eventually to win her hand in marriage. It’s critical that men respect this incredible gift, and to protect this gift until, within the context of holy marriage, they are able to fulfill this gift, love their wives, and look to God's gift of children. Male sexuality separated from the context and integrity of marriage is an explosive and dangerous reality. The boy must understand, even as he travels through the road of puberty and an awakened sexuality, that he is accountable to God for his stewardship of this great gift.

6. Moral maturity sufficient to lead as example of righteousness.

Stereotypical behavior on the part of young males is, in the main, marked by recklessness, irresponsibility and worse. As a boy grows into manhood, he must develop moral maturity as he aspires to righteousness, learning to think like a Christian, act like a Christian and show others how to do the same. The Christian man is to be an example to others, teaching by both precept and example. Of course, this requires the exercise of responsible moral reasoning. True moral education begins with a clear understanding of moral standards, but must move to the higher level of moral reasoning by which a young man learns how biblical principles are translated into godly living and how the moral challenges of his day must be met with the truths revealed in God's inerrant and infallible word.

7. Ethical maturity sufficient to make responsible decisions.

To be a man is to make decisions. One of the most fundamental tasks of leadership is decision-making. The indecisiveness of so many contemporary males is evidence of a stunted manhood. Of course, a man does not rush to a decision without thought, consideration or care, but a man does put himself on the line in making a decision — and making it stick. This requires an extension of moral responsibility into mature ethical decision-making that brings glory to God, is faithful to God's word and is open to moral scrutiny. A real man knows how to make a decision and live with its consequences — even if that means that he must later acknowledge that he has learned by making a bad decision, and then by making the appropriate correction.

8. Worldview maturity sufficient to understand what is really important.

An inversion of values marks our postmodern age, and the predicament of modern manhood is made all the more perplexing by the fact that many men lack the capacity of consistent worldview thinking. For the Christian, this is doubly tragic, for our Christian discipleship must be demonstrated in the development of a Christian mind. The Christian man must understand how to interpret and evaluate issues across the spectrum of politics, economics, morality, entertainment, education and a seemingly endless list of other fields. The absence of consistent biblical worldview thinking is a key mark of spiritual immaturity. A boy must learn how to translate Christian truth into genuine Christian thinking. He must learn how to defend biblical truth before his peers and in the public square, and he must acquire the ability to extend Christian thinking, based on biblical principles, to every arena of life.

9. Relational maturity sufficient to understand and respect others.

Psychologists now talk of "emotional intelligence," or EQ, as a major factor in personal development. While the world has given much attention to IQ, EQ is just as important. Individuals who lack the ability to relate to others are destined to fail at some of life's most significant challenges and will not fulfill some of their most important responsibilities and roles. By nature, many boys are inwardly directed. While girls learn how to read emotional signals and connect, many boys lack the capacity to do so, and seemingly fail to understand the absence of these skills. While a man is to demonstrate emotional strength, constancy and steadfastness, he must be able to relate to his wife, his children, his peers, his colleagues and a host of others in a way that demonstrates respect, understanding and appropriate empathy. This will not be learned by playing video games and by entering into the privatized world experienced by many male adolescents. 

10. Social maturity sufficient to make a contribution to society.

While the arena of the home is an essential and inescapable focus of a man's responsibility, he is also called out of the home into the workplace and the larger world as a witness, and as one who will make a contribution to the common good. God has created human beings as social creatures, and even though our ultimate citizenship is in heaven, we must also fulfill our citizenship on earth. A boy must learn to fulfill a political responsibility as a citizen, and a moral responsibility as a member of a human community. The Christian man bears a civilizational responsibility, and boys must be taught to see themselves as shapers of the society even as the church is identified by our Lord as both salt and light. Similarly, a Christian man must learn how to relate to unbelievers, both as witness and as fellow citizens of an earthly kingdom.

11. Verbal maturity sufficient to communicate and articulate as a man.

A man must be able to speak, to be understood and to communicate in a way that will honor God and convey God's truth to others. Beyond the context of conversation, a boy must learn how to speak before larger groups, overcoming the natural intimidation and fear that comes from looking at a crowd, opening one's mouth, and projecting words. Though not all men will become public speakers, every man should have the ability to take his ground, frame his words, and make his case when truth is under fire and when belief and conviction must be translated into argument.

12. Character maturity sufficient to demonstrate courage under fire.

The literature of manhood is replete with stories of courage, bravery and audacity. At least, that's the way it used to be. Now, with manhood both minimalized and marginalized by cultural elites, ideological subversion and media confusion, we must recapture a commitment to courage that is translated into the real-life challenges faced by the Christian man. At times, this quality of courage is demonstrated when a man risks his own life in defense of others, especially his wife and children, but also anyone who is in need of rescue. More often, this courage is demonstrated in taking a stand under hostile fire, refusing to succumb to the temptation of silence and standing as a model and example to others, who will then be encouraged to stand their own ground. In these days, biblical manhood requires great courage. The prevailing ideologies and worldviews of this age are inherently hostile to Christian truth and are corrosive to Christian faithfulness. It takes great courage for a boy to commit himself to sexual purity and for a man to devote himself unreservedly to his wife. It takes great courage to say no to what this culture insists are the rightful pleasures and delights of the flesh. It takes courage to serve as a godly husband and father, to raise children in the nurture and admonition of the Lord. It takes courage to maintain personal integrity in a world that devalues the truth, disparages God's word, and promises self-fulfillment and happiness only through the assertion of undiluted personal autonomy. A man's true confidence is rooted in the wells of courage, and courage is evidence of character. In the end, a man's character is revealed in the crucible of everyday challenges. For most men, life will also bring moments when extraordinary courage will be required, if he is to remain faithful and true. 

13. Biblical maturity sufficient to lead at some level in the church.

A close look at many churches will reveal that a central problem is the lack of biblical maturity among the men of the congregation and a lack of biblical knowledge that leaves men ill equipped and completely unprepared to exercise spiritual leadership. Boys must know their way around the biblical text, and feel at home in the study of God's Word. They must stand ready to take their place as leaders in the local church. While God has appointed specific officers for his church—men who are specially gifted and publicly called — every man should fulfill some leadership responsibility within the life of the congregation. For some men, this may mean a less public role of leadership than is the case with others. In any event, a man should be able to teach someone, and to lead in some ministry, translating his personal discipleship into the fulfillment of a godly call. There is a role of leadership for every man in every church, whether that role is public or private, large or small, official or unofficial. A man should know how to pray before others, to present the Gospel, and to stand in the gap where a leadership need is apparent.  
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A New Corruption of Masculinity

by Dr. Albert Mohler 
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In the film adaptation of Chuck Palahniuk's violent novel, Fight Club, character Tyler Durden points to his generation of young men as the "middle children of history." Played by actor Brad Pitt, Durden represents the absolute collapse of masculinity into raw violence. This character joins his friends in seeking personal release and ecstasy through violent fights that send the participants regularly to the emergency room. In a haunting comment, Durden remarks: "We are a generation of men raised by women." Is this our future?

Reporting in the Dec. 11, 2005 edition of The New York Times, Warren St. John describes the emergence of a new phenomenon — "Neanderthal TV." As St. John explains, this new approach to television venality and violence is being marketed to young males, mostly between the ages of eighteen and thirty. A male-oriented network, Spike TV, interviewed thousands of young men and determined that many of them wanted to see antisocial characters portrayed in television dramas. Beyond this, these young men are clearly identifying with these antisocial figures, along with their violence and amorality.

"Spike found that men responded not only to brave and extremely competent leads but to a menagerie of characters with strikingly antisocial tendencies," St. John reports. These characters include Dr. Gregory House, "a Vicodin-popping physician" who is featured on Fox's "House," Michael Scofield on "Prison Break," and Vic Mackey, a major character on "The Shield." Scofield is set on helping his brother break out of jail while Mackey is "a tough-guy cop who won't hesitate to beat a suspect senseless." As St. John remarks, "Tony Soprano is their patron saint, and like Tony, within the confines of their shows, they are all 'good guys.'"

St. John's article points to a new and troubling phenomenon. Many of the most popular male characters featured in the entertainment industry represent extreme violence, sexual perversions, an absolute absence of morality, and the very "antisocial tendencies" Spike TV found to be so popular. At the same time, these characters are not merely featured, but they are now admired by millions of young men.

The reporter quotes Brent Hoff, age 36, who remarked that the message from these shows is: "Life is hard. Men gotta do what men gotta do, and if some people have to die in the process, so be it." Hoff, a writer who lives in San Francisco, went on to explain that young men in his generation can easily relate to these characters. Speaking of Sawyer, a character on the ABC series "Lost," who refused to help a fellow character find his lost child, Hoff commented: "If you watch Sawyer on 'Lost,' who is fundamentally good even if he does bad things, there's less to feel guilty about in yourself." Of course, there is sufficient reason for concern when such a character is described as "fundamentally good even if he does bad things." Nevertheless, Hoff went on to apply this observation as principle, noting that the observation and contemplation of these characters leaves less room for guilt in his own self analysis.

A new vision of masculinity?

What kind of morality is at play here? As St. John explains, these shows reduce morality to a Darwinian principle that "in the social chaos of the modern world, the only sensible reflex is self-interest."

Others have gone so far as to suggest that these characters and this kind of programming represent a new vision of masculinity. Gregory A. Randall, who is developing a new show for Spike TV called "Paradise Salvage," said that the emergence and popularity of antisocial characters — even leads — can be traced to an intentional effort by the networks to attract young male viewers by mirroring their frustrations. "It's about comprehending from an entertainment point of view that men are living in a very complex conundrum today," he told St. John. "We're supposed to be sensitive and evolved and yet still in touch with our neanderthal, animalistic, macho side." Randall went on to argue that watching male characters who demonstrate such deeply flawed personalities but who nevertheless come out on top of the social hierarchy, makes young men feel better about their own character flaws and frustrations with male identity.

Randall made his point with rare candor: "You think, 'It's OK to go to a strip club and have a couple of beers with your buddies and still go home to your wife and baby and live with yourself.'"

In his article, St. John compares characters of older television classics as "men who have the occasional affair or who tip the bottle a little too much." But these new characters are very different. "Instead they are unapologetic about killing, stealing, hoarding and beating their way to achieve personal goals that often conflict with the greed, apathy and of course the bureaucracies of the modern world."

Others have attempted to explain this phenomenon in terms of social commentary. According to this line of argument, the popularity of these antisocial male characters can be traced to male frustration and being forced to work within a bland and bureaucratic corporate environment. Robert Thompson, director of the Center for the Study of Popular Television at Syracuse University, put it this way: "These kinds of characters are so satisfying to male viewers because culture has told them to be powerful and effective and to get things done, and at the same time they're living, operating and working in places that are constantly defying that."

Of course, that line of argument has been around for a very long time. It was the theme of the 1956 movie "The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit," and it has reappeared in new dress in virtually every generation. Professor Thompson goes so far as to suggest that the real "enemy" as understood by contemporary males is "the legal, cultural and social infrastructure of the nation itself." Frankly, Dr. Thompson is overreaching, to say the least. It's hard to dignify this kind of media taste as social commentary. After all, these young male viewers are sought by the networks and cable channels precisely because they are the demographic that drives the sale of so many consumer products. It's hard to dignify and respect cultural angst in a generation that demands the latest technological gadgets and consumer goods.

Moral ambiguity

Attracting the young male demographic is clearly the main ambition of those producing and marketing this new and savage form of television entertainment. As St. John observes, competition from the Internet, video games, and a vast array of cable channels has caught the attention of television producers who "are obsessed with developing shows that can capture the attention of young male viewers."

Spike TV, owned by Viacom, "has ordered up a slate of new dramas based on characters whose minds are cauldrons of moral ambiguity," he explains.

Paul Scheer, a 29-year-old actor and viewer of "Lost," told St. John that a character can now even commit murder without alienating an audience. "You don't have to be defined by one act," he commented. On "Lost," three characters have killed others in cold blood, "and they're quote-unquote good people who you're rooting for every week," Scheer observed. The moral he takes from these shows? "You can say 'I'm messed up and I left my wife, but I'm still a good guy.'"

Peter Liguori, creator of the FX shows "The Shield" and "Over There," who now serves as president of Fox Entertainment, defended his programming: "I think that moral ambiguity is highly involving for an audience. Audiences I believe relate to characters they share the same flaws with."

That is a truly frightening statement. Are we to believe that he is intentionally directing the programming of his network towards an audience of young males who share "the same flaws" as the violent, perverse, and antisocial characters he so willingly presents?

The corruption of the masculine ideal

We are now witnessing the corruption of the masculine ideal into absolute violence and amorality. This phenomenon has developed over time, as manhood and the role of men in the home and in the society have been undermined by social, legal, economic, and ideological forces.

We now know that boys are doing more poorly in school than girls and that young women now outnumber young men on college campuses. The vast majority of violent crimes are committed by young men, and young males drive the statistics in virtually every form of antisocial behavior. The absence of strong male role models for boys and young men to respect and emulate — especially fathers — is surely the largest contributing factor to the rise in the social pathologies and antisocial behaviors.

The last thing we need is a tidal wave of entertainment that presents these very behaviors and warped visions of masculinity as ideals to be admired. As the comments from the young men cited in this article indicate, many of those young males who would not join the rampage nonetheless find in this programming a comforting message of moral relativism. These young men may not — we should be glad to note — engage in these behaviors themselves. Nevertheless, watching admired characters engage in these very same behaviors allows young male viewers room to justify and rationalize their own character flaws, irresponsibility, and worse.

Hollywood, we are often told, is a mirror of America. The rise of this amoral programming, revolving around themes ranging from rampage to relativism, should serve as a dire warning of where this culture is headed. A society whose young men celebrate violence and moral ambiguity is headed towards something even worse.
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Addicted to Adultescence

by Alex and Brett Harris 
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Meet Matt Swann. Matt is a 27-year-old American male who took six and a half years to graduate from college with a degree in cognitive science, and is just getting started figuring out what he wants to do with his life.

Matt was asked if he was looking forward to marriage, family, and owning a home. His answer? "I don't ever want a lawn. I do not want to be a parent. I mean ... why would I? There's so much fun to be had while you're young."

Matt's living in what social scientists have identified as a new stage of life development: extended adolescence. Dubbed "adultescence," it covers the ages of 18 to 29 and beyond. Sociologists claim that putting off adulthood has become a permanent trend among American youth, and now, young adults. As young adults ourselves, and as Christians, we have no choice but to come to grips with this social phenomenon.

Adultescents (we'll refer to them as "kidults") often live with their parents, even after college, while hopping from job to job and relationship to relationship. They generally lack direction, commitment, financial independence, and personal responsibility, while somehow managing to spend more time and money than the average American on clothes, movies, music, computers, video games and eating out.

For kidults marriage and family fall in the zone of "maybe, someday, but that's years away." The typical kidult isn't committed to any particular local church. They're doing all sorts of things, but getting nowhere, just living from day to day in their own Never-Never Lands. They're Peter Pans who shave. 

Surprisingly (or perhaps unsurprisingly) some sociologists see all this as a positive development. "This is the one time of their lives when they're not responsible for anyone else or to anyone else," says developmental psychologist Jeffrey Arnett. "[Kidults] have this wonderful freedom to really focus on their own lives and work on becoming the kind of person they want to be."

His advice to kidults? "Enjoy it.... Once it goes, it ain't coming back. Sooner or later, you'll have a family, a mortgage and a retirement plan."

Arnett and those in his camp favor "emerging adulthood" to describe kidults. Their argument goes something like this: "After decades of American affluence, society has finally evolved to the point where pursuing the pleasures of irresponsibility is practical into your late 20s and beyond! Adultescence is good!" In their minds, to fight this development is to fight progress.

According to other scholars, it's just the opposite. For them, the world has become increasingly complicated, and because of that they worry that young people are trying to grow up, but can't. To these researchers, adultescence is a desperate attempt at self-preservation.

So who's right? Good question. Both of these positions are rooted in distinctly Darwinian principles (i.e., "we're evolving, habitats are changing, some are surviving, others are not"), but to properly address this problem, we need to go to the only source of ultimate truth: God's Word.

You can't read very far in your Bible before God addresses two things at the very heart of the kidult controversy: living with your parents, and getting married. In Genesis 2, we read, "Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh" (ESV). The biblical pattern is for young people to leave their parent's household in order to begin their own.

This strongly implies that living with your parents before you get married can be a very good thing; provided you're doing it for the right reasons. If you haven't found Mr. or Mrs. Right, and it's more helpful to you and your family for you to remain at home, it's not just fine, it's biblical! Unfortunately, most kidults "stay-and-delay" not out of biblical conviction, but out of self-indulgence and sloth. And even more unfortunately, many of us tend to think and act more like kidults than biblical young adults.

For kidults, Mom and Dad's house just means easier access to Mom and Dad's checkbook and credit card. With the 'rents paying for food, electricity, and insurance, the kidult's limited income can be funneled into more "important" things, like clothes, eating out, lattes, flat-screen TVs, and video games. As one columnist put it, "I'll bet Mom does a great load of laundry and makes a mean lasagna."

Sarcasm aside, the kidult mentality that uses Mom and Dad to subsidize an extravagant lifestyle is blatantly unbiblical. It directly violates the Fifth Commandment: "Honor your father and your mother." Sometimes we need to be reminded that this commandment doesn't expire at age 18.

Kidults aren't using their time at home to prepare for marriage or to serve others; they're using it to stall and to serve themselves. Sadly, just like Matt Swann, who we met earlier, marriage is exactly what kidults are trying to avoid.

And his sentiments aren't atypical. Consider 26-year-old Jennie Jiang, for example, who admitted, "I want to get married, but not soon. I'm enjoying myself. There's a lot I want to do by myself still." Or Marcus Jones, another twentysomething, who stated that he might be interested in marriage, just not anytime soon. "It's a long way down the road," he said. Right now, Marcus explained, "I'm too self-involved."

What are all these "important," self-involving things that kidults are delaying marriage for? Well, it's embarrassing to say it, but it's for toys, games, fun, and "stuff." According to Dan Morrison, president of Twentysomething, Inc., kidults have become the dream demographic for a host of products and services, from consumer electronics, Game Boys, flat-screen TVs, and iPods, to tailored and designer clothing, cars, and vacations.

"Most of their needs are taken care of by Mom and Dad, so their income is largely discretionary," explained Morrison. "[They're] living at home, but if you look, you'll see flat-screen TVs in their bedrooms and brand-new cars in the driveway." 

Diagnosis

The sad thing is that we know people like that. The scary thing is that we're often like that ourselves. We may not be splurging on video games or brand-new cars, but are we spending our time and money right now to prepare for what God has called us to?

In 1 John 2:15-16, we're commanded, "Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world — the desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride in possessions — is not from the Father but is from the world."

The desires of the flesh and the eyes? The pride in possessions? Sounds just like a kidult, doesn't it? Do you think that Scripture could be telling us that "adultescence" is really just a symptom of a culture in love with the world?

This looks like the answer to the puzzle. With a biblical understanding, we can forget all the complex sociological and psychological theories about what produces kidults. According to the Bible, a "kidult" is just a world-focused young person. 

Think about it. Kidults are self-absorbed. Everything is a means to feed their own selfish desires, whether it's college, parents, a job, a girlfriend/boyfriend, or even a church. If something threatens to get in the way, like marriage, family, or other responsibilities, they just avoid it. Besides, if they can get many of the worldly benefits of those things without the cost of commitment, why commit?

The answer to that question is found in 1 John 2:17: "The world is passing away along with its desires...." John is telling us that this world won't be around forever. More importantly, neither will we. If we're spending our time and money on our earthly desires and lusts, we may gain the world, but we've lost our souls.

Jesus said, "No one can serve two masters." If Jesus is Lord in our lives, then the world is not lord. And neither are we.

Our culture constantly lies to us, telling us to just goof off, have fun, and live for the next "buzz." It pretends like it's giving us something, but in reality we're being robbed. We're buzzing ourselves numb — losing out on the delights of knowing God and His ways, the joy of godly marriage, the beauty of sexual intimacy as God intended it, the incalculable reward of fatherhood and motherhood, and the blessings of genuine, responsible adulthood.

Treatment

So how do we fight against the kidult mentality and for God's plan in our own lives? To start, we have to be willing to surrender every aspect of our lives to Christ (not just Sunday morning, not just 20 minutes a day) and embrace the God-given responsibilities and calling that accompany adulthood.

Paul instructed Timothy, "Let no one despise you for your youth." But he didn't stop there. He went on, "but set the believers an example in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, in purity." It's not just that we aren't to let people look down on us, we're actually supposed to set an example for our fellow Christians by how we live and interact with others. Interestingly enough, the Greek word Paul uses for "youth" denotes the Hebrew military age, which covered ages 20-40. It's like this verse was tailor-made for kidults! This quite a mission, but it's the only way to truly live life to the fullest.

Practical steps? Try some of these:
· Identify at least one good friend who's willing to join you in holding each other accountable. 

· Tell your friends that you refuse to be a consumer only. Then back it up. 

· Don't waste time surfing the web, watching TV and movies, or reading magazines. Instead, read some great books and talk about them with your friends. If you want, start a blog to write about what you're reading. 

· Don't eat out so much. Instead, learn how to cook (no microwave dinners). It's healthier, smarter, and gives you an opportunity to serve others. 

· Don't buy more clothes you don't need. Instead, donate some to people who really need them. 

· If you live at home, volunteer to help with jobs around the house (the word "volunteer" is key). In fact, initiate some of the big, important maintenance projects that your parents have been putting off. 

· Commit yourself to a local church and find a way to serve. Remember that it's participation and support that makes a member, not just attendance. 

· Spend more time reading God's Word. If you've never memorized, start memorizing verses. If you've done verses, start memorizing sections. If you've done sections, go for a chapter. Nothing will better equip you than to have "the word of Christ dwell in you richly" (Colossians 3:16). 

· Write out a list of things you want in a spouse and a list of steps you need to take to be ready for him/her. Don't waste time with uncommitted relationships. 

· Be creative. There's no limit to the things you'll come up with once you get past yourself and start loving God and the people around you as He intended. This is an uphill battle, but if you've ever wanted to be counter-culture for the right reasons, this is it. Our world will not survive another generation of Christians who fit in.

Adultescence represents our culture's addiction to the world and to self. It's time we kicked that habit. 
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Why College Men Aren’t Ready to Marry?

by Steve Watters

 It still happens, but not like it used to. There was a time when weddings followed quickly on the heels of graduation. In fact a generation ago, couples could almost send out dual graduation/wedding announcements to save postage. That was when the average groom was 22 and the average bride, 20. Today, couples wait a good five years longer. 

The reasons for this delay are all over the board, ranging from the demands of additional graduate programs to the state of the economy. According to some marriage experts, however, it’s an issue of guys simply not being mature enough. 

In 2002, David Popenoe and Barbara Dafoe Whitehead released a study focusing on a group of men aged 25 to 33. Although every man in the study said he hoped to get married some day, all were single and few seemed to be in a hurry to get married anytime soon. “They enjoy their single life and they experience few of the traditional pressures from church, employers or the society that once encouraged men to marry,” say Popenoe and Whitehead. As a result, “boys can remain boys indefinitely.” 

Besides a lack of positive pressure from culture, Popenoe and Whitehead’s study reveals four other traits that keep men from being ready for marriage. 

1) Head-in-the-clouds expectations. Today’s single guys don’t seem to have too low a view of marriage — instead their view may be too high. Expectations for a marriage partner are now through the roof. Popping up consistently in various surveys of singles is the concept of a “soul mate.” In a survey by the National Marriage Project, 88 percent of never-married singles agreed, “there is a special person, a soul mate, waiting for you somewhere out there.” Most also assumed they would find that special someone by the time they were ready to get married. 

For many Christian singles, this concept is rooted in a belief that God appoints our steps and has a partner in mind for us who will align with those steps. But it seems our concept of a God-ordained mate has changed over the years. “A lot of guys are optimistically waiting for Pamela Anderson to become a Christian,” says John McKeever, a 39-year-old who has led singles groups for over a decade. 

Our view of a soul mate has been diluted by self-centered cultural expectations. For one thing, our culture leads us to fixate on external images and to expect a mate with no flaws. But it also has encouraged us to seek out a mate with no expectations for us to change. Popenoe and Whitehead observed this trend in their study: men defined a soul mate as a woman with whom “you are compatible right now” and who is willing to “take you as you are and not try to change you.” Interestingly, many of the guys in the survey were in relationships with girls they tolerated as second-best partners until their soul mates came along. 

A guy who is always looking out of the corner of his eye for the perfect mate will be disappointed. Anyone who has read the first chapter of Genesis knows that Eve (pre-fruit snack) was the last perfect mate. Every woman since Eve comes with a personal set of flaws courtesy of original sin. For that matter, so do guys. McKeever is amazed by how often single guys he’s met can raise an impossible bar for a potential mate but still expect that mate to accept them just as they are. 

A guy who wants to marry well can improve his chances by striving to personally have the qualities he expects in a mate. The most important qualities a guy can bring into a relationship are grace and unconditional love. Guys who say they want someone to “take them as they are” really mean they want someone who can see them for all their strengths and weaknesses and still love them. Few women will do that, however, unless they feel that kind of grace and love coming right back at them. Further, guys who won’t take off their “fantasyland” glasses may never be able to honestly evaluate the “real” women already in their lives. 

2) Financial limbo. Interview WWII veterans and you’ll often hear stories about marriages built on modest incomes, dependent on help from friends and family. Today’s single men, however, dream big about their marriage’s financial foundation. Popenoe and Whitehead found that the most important priority for singles is “getting set” financially — completing their education and getting a career established. Many guys in their survey felt owning a home in a good neighborhood was a prerequisite to marriage and kids. 

Despite such lofty goals, today’s single man is more likely to be growing his debt than his net worth. Facing a barrage of credit-card offers during their already expensive college years, it’s no surprise that singles now carry a load of personal debt. According to the student loan service Nellie Mae, today’s college graduate has an average of $20,402 in combined education-loan and credit-card balances. 

While it’s an honorable goal to wipe out such debt and buy a nice house before getting married, it’s more practical to just learn how to budget well. Although money is one of the biggest sources of conflict in marriage, the amount of money isn’t always as much an issue as are poor spending habits and the inability to agree on a budget. Despite the temptation to stay in consumption mode, the best thing a guy can do with his money is simply follow the age-old discipline of spending less than he earns and striving to get (and stay) out of debt. 

A house is a great investment, but as Popenoe says, “pegging the timing of marriage to mortgage rates may substantially delay marriage.” 

3) Recreational sex. Although men are delaying marriage, they are not putting off sex. Just under half of all 19-year-olds were sexually active 20 years ago: today it is nine out of 10,” says George Barna, who adds that less than 20 percent of adults who get married for the first time these days is a virgin. 

The disconnect between sex and marriage cannot be overestimated as a reason guys are staying single so long. The old expression “why pay for the cow when you can get the milk for free?” is exactly the dynamic that traps hormone-driven men in singleness. Men begin to experience a strong sex drive following puberty. The traditional route to sexual fulfillment via marriage once served to compel men to temper their desire for freedom and commit to one woman and any children that resulted. Now that sex is often available without expectations of marriage, men have lost a foundational reason to commit. 

Paul tells the Corinthians that it’s good for singles to stay unmarried as he is, but it’s better to marry than to burn with passion. He only offers two options — live a celibate life consecrated for God’s service or serve God within a committed married life. There’s not a third option for men who want to burn off some passionate steam while waiting for their soul mate to come along. 

In the moment, it may be difficult for a man to realize the things he does to keep from being lonely on the weekend can make it more likely that he will be lonely in the future. The sexual drive is a powerful urge intended to steer men toward, and then cement them in, committed relationships. Unmarried guys shouldn’t be surprised to find sexual passion welling up in them. And those who find creative ways to justify sex before marriage should not be surprised when cosmic decisions about when and who to marry become increasingly cloudy and confusing. 

4) No role models. “Young men today live in a peer world,” say Popenoe and Whitehead. They point out that guys not only tend to run with a posse of other single guys, but the likelihood that they’ve grown up in broken homes or as an only child has deprived many of models for healthy marriage. 

Still Popenoe believes the most corrosive influences on marriage attitudes today is popular entertainment. Not surprisingly, chart-topping shows like Friends and blockbuster movies celebrating the single years come out of New York and California, states with the highest percentage of never-married singles in the country. 

In a PBS special in 2001, Popenoe said, “If you’re to analyze television, music, movies and the rest, this is the most anti-marriage and, I might say, anti-child barrage of information that one could imagine. ... It is all focused on freedom and autonomy and spending money and changing products, including personal relationships.” 

Surrounded by peers and consuming a steady diet of popular media, a man is rarely going to find either the motivation or the modeling he needs to marry well. He needs input from someone who made it there — someone who found a way to balance his expectations, control his money and channel his sexual energy. 

John McKeever encourages the singles he leads to join a church and meet regularly with married men — especially if the single guy is from a broken home and needs better role models. The key is to start balancing out the choir of single messages with voices from the other side. 

Most married men will tell you that reaching the altar is more of an art than a science. Truly the issue of marrying the right woman is one of the most mysterious aspects of life. No five-step plan can guarantee success in what often involves supernatural placement and timing; however, the cosmic issue of marrying well need not be further complicated by bad attitudes and habits. 

Guys who take practical steps in the areas of marital expectations, budget, sexuality and role models can often find they are ready to get married -- not a decade from now when maturity has finally caught up with them -- but as soon as the opportunity comes along. Maybe even in time to send out the joint announcements.  

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Copyright © 2002 Focus on the Family. All rights reserved. International copyright secured. 

The Peter Pan Syndrome

by J. Budziszewski  

[image: image5.jpg]



"I'm terrified to grow up," he blurted. "Lots of my friends are too. Some of them even more than me. Except they don't know it, or else they think that's normal. Why are so many people like that?" 

"You see, once enough young women stopped holding out for marriage, the bargaining position of the ones who did hold out was undercut. As my grandmother used to say, 'Why buy the cow if you can get the milk for free?'" 

"To a small boy, his father is more than his father — he's his vision of his future, his portrait of adult manhood. If that vision is discredited, then growing up itself is discredited." 

"In order to grow up, you've got to start acting like a grown-up. Whatever you do consistently, for good or ill, you become."

As we left campus to catch a bite of lunch, Zack stopped at a pastel green building the locals call Guacamole Memorial. It's a private dorm, the largest in the student ghetto. He glanced at his Mickey Mouse watch. "D’you mind if we turn in here first, Prof? I forgot something." 

"Would you like me to wait outside?" 

"No, you can come in." 

All in all I wished I hadn't; faculty could hardly be more conspicuous in a place like this. Besides, it was co-ed, and as we passed girls in various stages of dress, I felt as though I were visiting a house of ill repute. Zack noticed my uneasiness and laughed. 

"After a while you get used to it, Professor T." 

"I don't see how." 

"There are two theories about that. One is that with all these girls living on the same floor you do, you start feeling like they're sisters. Incest taboo, you know?" 

"What's the other theory?" 

"Well, there's a lot of incest." 

A few paces further was his door. Turning the key, he said "C'mon in. Don't step on the skateboard. I'll be just a sec." 

My eyes scanned the room. On the bed was a water gun version of an AK-47 assault rifle; next to it, a pile of comic books. On the desk perched a video game console, decorated with five or six Beanie Babies and a Pokémon. From the ceiling hung a model of a Star Wars craft – I think it was the Millennium Falcon. On the floor, a business textbook was opened to the section on Bayesian analysis; alongside it, a copy of Horton Hears a Who was opened to the section where Horton is vindicated. A couple of limp mylar balloons were attached by laces to a pair of sour athletic shoes. Zack thrust his arm into a pile of clothes, thrashed around, and pulled out a leather wallet. "That's lucky," he said. "I was worried that the washing machine might have hurt it. Let's go." 

By prearrangement, we headed for the Edge of Night. He ordered a fried egg sandwich, I called for my usual Reuben. No sooner had we given thanks than he got down to business. 

"The reason I invited you to lunch, Professor Theophilus, is that I wanted to ask your opinion about something." 

"Go ahead." 

"What's wrong with me?" 

I studied him across the table. "What makes you think there's something wrong with you?" 

"Lots of things. For one, next semester I graduate, and I've just been admitted to the M.A. program in my field." 

"Do you call that bad?" 

"It is if you don't need an M.A." 

"But, Zack, if you don't need one —" 

"Then why am I planning on getting one? That's just it: I don't know." 

"I see." 

"Here's another thing. There's this girl, Julie. I think you know her." 

"I've seen you with her. Nice girl." 

"Well, I'm crazy in love with her. And she says she loves me too." 

"Do you call that bad?" 

"It is if I don't want to marry her." 

"Don't you?" 

"I do and I don't." 

"Why?" 

"That's just it: I don't know that either." He ran both hands through his hair. "I'll never find anyone like her. I can see myself growing old with her. If I don't act soon I'll lose her forever. But I keep telling myself that I can't." 

"Do you feel that you're not good enough for her?" 

"Of course I'm not good enough for her — nobody could be. But that's not it." 

"What is it, then?" 

"I must be crazy! Do you think I'm crazy?" 

"I wouldn't say crazy." 

"What would you say? That I can't handle responsibility?" 

I pulled at my beard and considered him. "I happen to know your advisor, Zack. He has nothing but good to say about your senior thesis. And last year, when you ran the Speakers Program for the Student Christian Council, I heard that you were the best chairman they'd ever had. So it isn't that you can't handle responsibility." 

He was silent. 

"I think you're just afraid to grow up." 

"I'm terrified to grow up," he blurted. "Lots of my friends are too. Some of them even more than me. Except they don't know it, or else they think that's normal. Why are so many people like that?" 

"A better question would be 'Why are you like that?'" 

"I don't know. I guess I think I'll make a mess of things." 

He changed the subject. 

"Were people of your age afraid of growing up?" 

"Lots of people my age still haven't grown up," I said. 

"Has it always been that way?" 

"I'd say 'No.' Historically, some people have been afraid of growing up, but most have looked forward to it. Even adolescence is an invention of modern times. Prolonged adolescence is more recent still." 

"How recent?" 

"1950s or 60s, I'd say." 

"Isn't that your generation?" 

"Yes, we have a lot to answer for." 

"What made it different from the generations that came before?" 

"Lots of things." 

"Like what?" 

"Too many to list them all." 

"Then list some of them." 

I sighed. "Too much free time. Too few responsibilities. Too much disposable income. Enormous high schools in which teens imitated each other instead of grown-ups. Mass higher education for people who weren't really interested in it. Separation of the generations as families moved around to catch economic opportunities. Loss of traditions. Rise of 'experts.' Decline of Christian faith. Resulting loss of the eternal perspective. With that, an increasing inability to set distant goals even for this life. That's just for starters." 

"What do you mean, 'just for starters'?" 

"I mean that there's an even bigger reason for the change." 

"What?" 

"The collapse of sexual mores. And with sexual mores went something else: The ancient tacit covenant among all women. You see, once enough young women stopped holding out for marriage, the bargaining position of the ones who did hold out was undercut. As my grandmother used to say, 'Why buy the cow if you can get the milk for free?'" 

"Like most of my friends do." 

"Right. But the next part of the story concerns you particularly." 

"How do you mean?" 

"The other big result of sexual laxity was that divorce rates shot up like rockets. This had all sorts of bad effects. A child idealizes his parents. If they couldn't stay married, he thinks, then how could he? He may even blame himself for the divorce. And so he expects to make a mess of things, as adults always do." 

Zack looked stricken. 

"Worse yet, a lot of divorce means that a lot of kids grow up without dads. If a boy's father deserts his mother, the very idea of fatherhood is diminished in his eyes. That's a catastrophe, and I don't just mean that he's sad about it. To a small boy, his father is more than his father — he's his vision of his future, his portrait of adult manhood. If that vision is discredited, then growing up itself is discredited." 

The stricken look on Zack's face continued to deepen. 

"This sense of disillusionment spreads through the —" 

"Please stop, Professor T." 

"I'm sorry." 

"No, it's okay. I just need to stop listening for a minute." 

We finished our sandwiches. I asked for an espresso. Zack signalled for a refill on his soft drink. He set it down, took a long breath, then exhaled. 

We looked at each other. 

"So how does a guy —" 

"A man, Zack. You're 22." 

"I don't feel like one." 

"But you are one." 

"Then how does — a man — of 22 — start growing up?" 

I thought for a little while. 

"There are two main things. One was known even to the pagans. The other is a mystery of Christian faith." 

"Go on." 

"The thing that even the pagans knew is that in order to grow up, you've got to start acting like a grown-up. It's the same with every trait of character. To become courageous, you practice the actions of courageous people. To become frank and open-hearted, you practice the actions of frank and open-hearted people. Whatever you do consistently, for good or ill, you become." 

His brow furrowed. "That sounds circular." 

"Think about it." 

"What's the other one — the Christian thing?" 

"Your earthly model of manhood may have been defective, even absent, but a flawless one once walked on earth and reigns in heaven, from which He will return in power. Focus your gaze on the perfect Manhood of the perfect Father's Son. Study it, pray about it, meditate on it — and copy it." 

For a long time Zack looked at me goggle-eyed. Then he collected himself, folded his arms, and smirked. 

"So you say. But if I'm supposed to do that, then what's Julie supposed to do?" 

I wasn't about to be sidetracked. 

"Well, Zack," I said, "she can hold you to it."  

Fumbling Virtue: The Devolution of Manliness

by Roberto Rivera y Carlo 
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A banner at Soldier Field in Chicago summarized the incident that made the Minnesota Vikings, in the words of the New York Times, "a national joke." It read "Sink the Vikings But Save The Strippers." The reference, in case you don't read the sports pages or watch ESPN, was to an Oct. 6 party/cruise on Lake Minnetonka that, to put it mildly, got out of control.

The fallout from this party sees players being investigated by law enforcement officials, an already-shaky coach this- much-closer to losing his job and a long sought after stadium deal in jeopardy. And that's before the National Football League weighs in. It also gives us a glimpse of our impoverished ideas about what it means to be a man.

According to the Minneapolis Star-Tribune, Vikings players rented two yachts from a charter company. Like the passengers on the SS Minnow, the Vikes and their guests were expecting a three-hour tour. Instead, they got 40 minutes. Employees knew something was wrong as soon as they got onboard: they saw women in various states of undress walking around the boat. From there, the cruise quickly turned into a "wild sex party." Not content with their already gross misconduct, players allegedly offered female employees money for sex. When they called their boss and told him that they feared for their safety, he ordered the yachts to turn around. 

Both the Hennepin County Sheriff's office and the Vikings are investigating what happened on Oct. 6. Players could face criminal charges, and, of course, there will be lawsuits arising from their conduct. But the worst fallout will probably be the public relations hit. As the Times put it, "[T]he incident is the latest in a series of bungles and brushes with the law that have embarrassed the Vikings organization and jeopardized new owner Zygi Wilf's chances of getting approval for his proposed stadium development plan in suburban Anoka County."

While nobody that I'm aware of has defended what happened on that cruise, several sportswriters have attempted to put events of Oct. 6 into "perspective." Dan Le Batard of the Miami Herald said that what team and league officials are "mad about here isn't that these guys did this; it's that they got caught." Michael Wilbon of the Washington Post went even further and added that stuff like this not only goes on "in every sport," it also happens with "rich guys out of sports, bankers, people with tons of money...."

I don't know about "rich guys out of sports," but Wilbon and Le Batard seem to be right about athletes: it's a rare thing when you read about some professional athlete getting into trouble and don't see the words "strip club" in the same paragraph. And then, as with the Vikings, the scandal isn't over their being at a strip club or hiring a prostitute but, rather, over some ancillary offense.

Talk about your "soft bigotry of low expectations"! The message seems to be that "it's okay to be a sexually irresponsible boor as long you don't actually violate the penal code in the process." In the case of athletes, the soft bigotry is reinforced by the fact that we've come to regard them as literally embodying everything that is distinctly male. Their exploits both on the field and off it — including their treatment of women — are seen as a kind of elemental masculinity. 

While there are qualities and attributes that define manhood, they have little, if anything, to do with physical prowess or the urge to dominate others. These qualities and attributes can be found within the word "virtue."

I mean that literally. The word "virtue" comes from the Latin virtus, which in turn is derived from vir, the Latin word for "man" or "husband." To the Romans, virtus, which can also be translated as "manliness," included those character traits they prized most highly: courage, strength, and bearing up under adversity.

It was Cicero, nearly a century before the advent of the Christian era, who enumerated what came to be known as the "cardinal" — from cardes, the Latin word for "hinge" — virtues: justice, giving each person his due; prudence, the ability to distinguish between right and wrong in a given situation; courage, the capacity to face danger and endure hardship; and, temperance, self-control over one's appetites and drives.

While virtus expanded beyond its largely martial origins, it remained the standard against which men, whatever their station in life, were expected to measure themselves. Honor, which was the quality to which all decent Roman men aspired, consisted in knowing and acting in accordance with these virtues. (Actually, for Cicero, these four were all parts of virtus with a capital "v.")

Rome's failure to live up to this ideal, which greatly contributed to its demise, doesn't change the fact that for much of the history of Western Civilization, the door to true manhood swung open and closed on the hinges of virtue. After the collapse of the Empire, Christianity kept this ideal of virtue alive. It added what are called the "theological virtues" of faith, hope and love to Antiquity's list of virtues that men should measure themselves against.

Over time, virtue ceased being the measure of true manliness. Instead, in an ironic reversal, it became feminized: virtue came to describe a woman's sexual conduct. While the reasons for this reversal are the stuff of at least several books, it's not hard to describe the results of this divorce of "manliness" from virtue: a reductionist-to-the-point-of-caricature understanding of what it means to be a man.

The real differences between men and women were reduced to the obvious physical ones — musculature and physical prowess — and ersatz-Darwinist ideas about the inexorability of male promiscuity. (I said "ersatz" because our genetic history suggests that the myth about men spreading their seed, and, with it, their genetic patrimony, hither and yon is just that: a myth and a rationalization for contemporary male promiscuity. If anything men, for a myriad of reasons, have stayed closer to home than their sisters.) In yet another reversal, masculinity ceased being about character and moral excellence and became identified as a kind of atavism: what men, freed from the inhibitions imposed by Christianity and the civilization it helped create, would do "naturally."

This idea, albeit in an extreme form, was on display in what allegedly happened Oct. 6 on Lake Minnetonka. Setting aside — for a moment — the issues of the venue and possible injury to innocent bystanders, many people regard the players actions as a case of "boys will be boys" and the kind of thing that most men would do if they had the players' resources.

It's difficult to imagine a better illustration of the crisis confronting the American male. What does virility (note the prefix) mean in a culture that is, as philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre put it, "After Virtue"? What does it mean to have the "nature, properties, or qualities of an adult male" in a time when being a husband and father — the venues in which most men have practiced virtue — is, if not entirely optional, less important?

The last few decades have seen many different answers to these questions, from the "sensitive male" to banging drums in the woods to men slugging each other silly in somebody's basement ("The First Rule of Fight Club is ...").

Yet the crisis continues. Virility has become, at "best," a synonym for machismo — the Spanish word for an exaggerated and insecure masculinity — and, at worst, as is the case in many dictionaries, a word whose primary meaning has to do with a male's ability to copulate.

The results are not only the kind of wrongdoing that made the Vikings a "national joke" but an increasing inability to call what was done "wrong." Part of us knows (as J. Budziszewski might put it, we cannot not know) that the players' actions would have been disgraceful even if there had been no employees onboard but our confusion about what it means to be a man leaves us with little recourse besides the blunt language and categories of the law. An appeal to virtue would not only be unpopular, it would be incomprehensible.

Fortunately, there are alternatives. A few years ago, the "Promise Keepers" movement looked to be on the way to reviving the link between virtue and manliness, at least among Christians. While that didn't happen, the organization's essential insight, that true manhood is best found by being the best husband, father and friend we can be, is still true. The door to real manliness is, more often than not, the front door to our homes.
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Subversive Masculinity

 by Sarah E. Hinlicky
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The simple (and often denied) fact of the matter is that sexual intercourse binds man to woman, and becoming unbound again is no more possible for the man than it is for the woman. 

Men are not, as a rule, told by their societies that their own virginity is worth preserving. 

Little has been so explicitly destructive of male chastity in the past thirty years or so than the Playboy philosophy. 

Even if they resist it or resent it, even if they never let their eyes pass across a single issue, American men know that they are being pressured to score as much as possible. 

Promiscuity undermines masculinity. Fatherhood perfects it. 

If women should be aiming for a "cartel of virtue", then men, as a whole and not just in tiny pockets, should aim for an "alliance of valor."

There are some things in life that are better defined by examples than formulas. Masculinity is one of them. Whenever I've attempted a dictionary-precise definition of masculinity, I've always tripped myself up in endless qualifications and asides. So now instead I collect little anecdotes to illustrate the concept to my liking. Here is one of my favorites. One weekend last year I was at a well-known dance club in New York’s Village with a girl friend from college. Two guys I knew from the area were escorting us; we'll call them Timothy and Titus. At some point well into the evening, while we were jumping and jiving in the middle of the dance floor, a drunken stranger tried to, well, grope me. I wasted no time scooting over to the other side of the circle, which naturally raised the boys' curiosity. I explained myself. Titus promptly responded, "Do you want us to take him outside and beat him up for you? I've always wanted to be able to defend a woman like that." The punishment hardly fit the crime, so I declined his offer. But my friend and I were wildly impressed. Neither of us in our lives had met a guy willing to do that for us. What was more, Timothy was the one hoping for a romantic entanglement, not Titus, so the latter stood nothing to gain for his trouble. The story passed among my friends in short order and every last one of them hinted, none too subtly, that they would sure like to meet this man. 

Maybe it is embarassingly retrograde to equate masculinity with a proposal of physical aggression to solve a social infelicity. It would be unwise, though, to turn a blind eye to the enthusiastic reception with which this offer met among the women I know. Unwise also to ignore the fact that this man had made it to his single mid-twenties with his sexual virtue still intact. I had always known that female chastity and girl power went hand in hand. After this incident I began to realize that male chastity and a compelling, attractive masculinity weren't antithetical, either. 

Of course, try telling that to a typical American teenage male, and your pains will be met with laughter at best, if not outright derision. The statistic is appalling: by the age of 19 years, 85% of American men have had sex.(1) 30% will have done so by the age of 15, half by the age of 17. It is reasonable to assume that these sexually active young men are not terribly fearful about the state of their masculinity. On the whole, they are considerably more fearful of something else. The number one reason for not having sex among 16- to 21-year-olds is fear of disease (shortly followed by the "not ready" reason - a dangerous rationale that can reverse itself in a matter of seconds). 

Fear of disease isn't a very good reason, though, and ultimately not very convincing. For instance... I had a conversation this past summer with my little brother, who is actually only little to me in terms of age - otherwise he's about a foot taller than I am. Our conversation was about the two most important topics in the world, religion and sex. My brother was telling me that he insists on practicing the first now, but planned to save the latter for marriage. I agreed it was a good policy. Then he mentioned that he was kind of amazed that his friends didn't feel the same way. After all, he said, there's such a high risk of pregnancy and disease. That's when I started to get uneasy. The thing of it is, I have known an awful lot of guys who have long since traded in the V card (so to speak) and no such horrible fate has descended upon them. Of all the people I have known who haven't waited, only the tiniest fraction of them has had to deal with either pregnancy or disease. Most suffer little apparent harm, some hurt maybe when the relationship ends, but new love does a nice job of covering up old pain. An ethic based on the fear of traumatic physical consequences will not last very long in the face of a few countervailing examples. 

My brother and I ended up agreeing that there had to be more to it than that. God's law just couldn't be so arbitrary, based on a few statistical anomalies that at best work by negative reinforcement and at worst send the persons concerned to the drugstore for not-so-reliable supplies. There had to be some positive content to the "thou shalt not." The positive content is bound to be more persuasive than its negative counterpart, but ironically it isn't mentioned nearly as often, to the detriment of struggling young men. Case in point. There was a guy I knew in college whom several of us half-jokingly called the "Ungracious Virgin." He was holding out because he knew it was right according to his so-called "Sunday school morality." All the same, he resented his childish morality and the God who gave it every step of the way, and so he never matured in his understanding of the law. His fear was of the destructive, not instructive, kind, and he deserves better. So for his sake and my brother's I have been trying, a little paradoxically as a woman, to work my way through the "problem" (some might say oxymoron) of male virginity. 

For starters, it must be said that a healthy ethic of fear has its place. But if the fear tactic is to be employed at all, the emphasis ought to shift to the bad impact that premarital sex, sometimes even with the fiancee, has on marriages. I've been absolutely staggered to hear one man after another express excruciating regret over his fast and loose past once he's met the woman of his dreams - this came through loud and clear in the informal Boundless survey. The simple (and often denied) fact of the matter is that sexual intercourse binds man to woman, and becoming unbound again is no more possible for the man than it is for the woman. Man ends up carrying with him to the binding vows of marriage all the other people he's been bound to before. Worse yet, it is widely agreed that for men especially sexual memories remain vivid for a very, very long time, regardless of one's marital status. This will not appear to be much of a problem to the man who says he expects very little of love and even less of marriage. But that is a shaky and shallow excuse. It's funny how the idea of "the One" captivates everybody, even the skeptics who try most vehemently to deny it. I'm sure we all have seen a hardened cynic reduced to a state of embarassing, quivering, sentimental infatuation and chuckled to ourselves at the irony of it all. Most of the non-V guys I know (all of them, perhaps) still aspire to some kind of everlasting love, even if they reject the "institution" of marriage on principle, and keep looking, however doubtfully, for the one great love of their lives. Meanwhile, their lifestyles methodically sabotage their hopes and dreams. Marriage promises the love that is so ardently desired by men, but conditionally - conditioned upon faithfulness not just during marriage but before it too. 

The logical question is, then, if men want this kind of love, why do they jeopardize it by messing around so much? I, for one, am not at all persuaded by the line of argument that claims guys are more compelled by their hormones to promiscuity than women are. Whoever made that claim obviously did not know any women very well and vastly underestimated the power of sublimation for men and women alike. I think there's a little more credence to the claim that men are not, as a rule, told by their societies that their own virginity is worth preserving. Generally speaking, cultures have always been more interested in female chastity than its male counterpart. It may not be particularly fair, but it does make sense; after all, women are the ones carrying the babies, and until very recently there was no foolproof way to verify the father's identity. For our own culture, where the stigma of promiscuity has nearly disappeared and the attendant problems are treatable if not curable, I'd like to place blame on one specific person. And the winner is none other than Hugh Hefner. 

However it actually developed, and whatever latent social impulses it picked up on, in the final analysis little has been so explicitly destructive of male chastity in the past thirty years or so than the Playboy philosophy. I would venture to guess that it has been altogether more destructive for men than even the worst kind of feminism has been for women. The message is simple and seductive, quietly pervading the national male consciousness. Its veneer of respectability makes it particularly alluring; the smooth Playboy lifestyle isn't crass like Hustler, for heaven's sake, and the magazine always manages to have the best celebrity interviews. Very clever. Even if they resist it or resent it, even if they never let their eyes pass across a single issue, American men know that they are being pressured to score as much as possible. The ideal foisted on them is one of suave promiscuity, backed up by a blandly materialistic worldview. The trap is baited with money. It is reinforced by all the things guys are likely to get interested in: sports, vehicles and fraternities. The lure of luxury effortlessly translates into the lure of womanflesh. One kind of lifestyle naturally implies the other. The materialism of it allows men to shut down their hearts without even noticing. 

And that is where I see the most serious destruction. For every baby born out of wedlock and every instance of STD, there must be ten times as many men who have abandoned their claims to soul and spirit. A woman may suffer more visibly from promiscuity in the social and physical penalties she pays. But at the same time, if I may make such a sweeping gen(d)eralization, a woman will stay attuned to her soul and hang on to her heart no matter how damaged they get. Whereas a man, it seems to me, can much more easily ignore that part of his being if not lose it altogether. 

Since I started thinking hard about this issue, I've been paying close attention to the non-V twentysomething men I know. Once I started looking, I was surprised by what I found. I saw imperfectly concealed sadness, the eyes of little boys who had slept their way out of childhood and family, who never found a way into a new family with children of their own to reclaim the innocence that they'd had to forsake. I saw these men looking at virgin women with envy - not lust! - at what these lucky girls still had: not a sexual status, but a lightness of heart that is the companion of sexual innocence. Some of these men, I think, hoped to recover the lightheartedness from sheer proximity to virgin women, even while they despaired of ever deserving such a woman for themselves. At other times, their own suppressed despair prompted them to turn on their chaste buddies, unconsciously harassing them into submission (misery loves company). In my own personal encounters with these men, I have often had the startling feeling of being a lot more grown up than they were. Their post-chaste problem refuses to be ignored. Sexuality grips the imagination so because life and death are wrapped up in it. Rightly fulfilled, it creates humanity in both the lovers and their children. Abused, it kills not only physically but spiritually as well. 

And now look at the fallout. These poor men (yes, please pity them; we are a people of repentance and forgiveness) who bought into the Hefner philosophy were gypped out of their manhood. No one ever taught them the meaning of masculinity. No one ever challenged their foolish, boyish ways and forced them to prove that they were really men. No one even cared if they grew up to be men at all. At best they sensed a choice between two false models: one in which manhood was defined by aggressive sexual behavior, high income and mood-altering substances, the other in which anything stereotypically male (strength, protectiveness, daring, competitiveness, authority) has been deemed rude, crude and socially unacceptable. Given that the later is more of a non-option than anything else, it's not surprising that most men have gone for the former, even if they have modified it to fit some inkling of morality they may have ("it's okay if she says so," "it's okay if I love her," etc.). I even wonder if the rise of male homosexual activity in our country isn't somehow linked to a search for real manhood and real danger. 

It would help to sort out from the usual cliches about "men-and-sex vs. women-and-love" the genuine intuition about what makes male sexuality distinctly male. Everyone has heard the cliches that say, when it comes to sexual retationships, women focus on the intimacy part and men focus on the physical part. But what really makes male sexuality distinctly male? Maybe it can be stated like this. Female sexuality is specific. Women rarely want sex-in-general: their passion is focused on one with whom the sex is desired. Commitment is inherent in female sexuality, no doubt in large part for biological reasons. The question for women is who the lucky winner will be. And the problem is avoiding bad or too early or serial commitments. But male sexuality isn't like that, perhaps again for biological reasons. It is naturally unfocused and amorphous. It is a challenge for men to focus desire onto one person, one woman, one life partner. Herein the culmination of sexual adulthood for men is found. If men engage in too-early-sex or pre-wife promiscuity, not only is true sexual adulthood subverted, but a crucial challenge to the man — an essential test of his masculinity — is lost or failed, all too often in the supposed pursuit of masculinity itself. Promiscuity undermines masculinity. Fatherhood perfects it. 

But if this challenge to men is going to stand, we as a culture have to stop being afraid of masculinity. Certainly we must condemn that which is bad or perverted masculinity (machismo, for instance) but we dare not lose the good and true masculinity along with it. My family has a story that illustrates this beautifully. Many many years ago when my great-grandparents were first married (in the 1920s or ‘30s) they got into an awful fight. My great-grandpa lost his temper and hit my great-grandma for the first time ever. With that the fight ended, because my great-grandma turned away and refused to speak to her husband for the next three days. Finally, on the third day, he got down on his knees before her and begged for her forgiveness, which she granted, and he never hit her again. 

In some ways it is a shocking story - I certainly was shocked the first time I heard it. But look at what is going on under the surface. This working-class Christian man learned for himself that violence towards his own wife was a sign of weakness and not strength, infidelity and not marital prerogative. As her husband he was called to serve and protect her, not dominate and hurt her. And he learned powerfully the depth of her love and faithfulness towards him because she was willing to forgive an ugly sin when he came to her in repentance. My great-grandfather was a physically powerful man, but through that story we have always understood that his greatest strength was in his humble apology. 

The time has come to reconnect masculinity and morality. They have been severed from one another far too long. Morality is never persuasive until you can show what it's for. It has to point to something higher and better or else it becomes sheer social utility. If women should be aiming for a "cartel of virtue" (to use Wendy Shalit's words), then men, as a whole and not just in tiny pockets, should aim for an "alliance of valor." Valor is the marriage of masculinity and morality, the cultivation of the highest and best way for men. Giving in to lust and money and cultural pressures is just so easy. Winning the heart of a good woman, raising a child to love and fear the Lord, and contributing to a worthy vocation are not so easy. But they are the signs of a real man.  

1. This statistic and others are taken from the research of the Alan Guttmacher Institute at www.agi-usa.org.
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Christian Manhood: Gentleness Isn't Being the "Nice Guy"

By Paul Coughlin

When Christian men hear or read about the virtue of gentleness, they often substitute this virtue with the vice of niceness. This is especially the case for younger Christian men, and the results can be deadly when it comes to love, marriage and fatherhood.

What is niceness? Niceness in many ways is a perverted form of gentleness. What does true gentleness look like? Genuine gentleness brings needed force into a situation or relationship, but it is a force that is moderate and kind in its presentation. Gentleness is respectful, but respectful enough to be truthful and at the same time gracious. 

Niceness is often disguised as gentleness, but you can see the difference if you look closely. Mere “niceness” brings no redemptive power to a matter at hand, whether with a spouse, co-worker, or obnoxious coach who belittles and exasperates a child. The apostle Paul admonishes fathers not to exasperate their children (Ephesians 6:4). Christian men who focus on niceness try hard to fulfill this requirement but in many situations fail since a father’s lack of power frustrates and angers his children. Nice Christian men also fail to stop other fathers from exasperating their children because correcting another, may seem, well, not very nice. Due in part to their spiritual training, nice Christian men often double-exasperate children.

In many ways, the unstated goal of niceness is to say or do something without saying or doing anything truly meaningful. It favors manners over truth. Niceness is the drowning of force, the unwilling to use any. It is the state of being that has been defined for ages as "weak." 

The understanding that a gentle man still wields force - albeit moderately - and with it power, is an eye-opening revelation to many of the Christian men at my conferences. Their spiritual training has them believing that gentleness means using no force at all - like niceness. This revelation often propels them into a better, though uncharted, direction.

When Is It Okay to be Forceful?

Learning to use the appropriate amount of force in any given situation takes time and a cultivation of virtue. Yes, the moderate use of force for redemptive purposes is a virtue, but please understand that it can also be a vice. Some situations in life demand setting aside even gentleness, requiring more than moderate levels of force. For example, a police officer who only uses moderate force may be a dangerous imposter when greater force is necessary to ensure peace and protection. By the way, if you trace the origin of the word virtue, as Dr. Henry Cloud has in his beneficial work Integrity, you'll see that one of its meanings is "force." Virtue brings energy and force to a situation. Niceness refuses the task, usually because of fear of rejection.

A man’s need to cultivate virtue brings us to another point: If the goal of Christian life is to imitate Jesus, then it’s important we have an accurate picture of Jesus. It's important we knock down, whenever possible, the anti-biblical and false idol of Pleasant and Mild Jesus, who we foolishly try to emulate. True, Jesus was gentle. But he was not always gentle, thank God. Moderate force cannot save us from wickedness, evil, addictions, the devious plans of others, or our own convenient rationalizations that bring numbing comfort but not true security. Sometimes the best thing a good person, or God, can do for us is to give the gift of desperation--something gentleness is ill-equipped to perform and something niceness never does. 

I receive many letters from wives of Christian Nice Guys, explaining how heroic they’ve behaved in order to help their husbands be more involved, connected, and protective of their families. Yet no change has occurred. Sometimes the gift of desperation is the only option that works.

When you think about the people who are only gentle (or worse nice) in your life, how much do you trust them? Be honest. We trust people who know how to wield force and power in appropriate measures. Someone who is always gentle doesn’t do this, and we know this truth in our gut: 24/7 gentle people are not trustworthy of the more precious portions of our lives. This is another reason why when we worship God that we thank Him for giving us a good Savior, not a 24/7 gentle one.

The Necessity for Boldness in Family Life

Many Christian men entrust their spiritual advice to a band of men who are gentle but who also do not possess boldness and courage. I did this for a long time, and the advice I received during pivotal times in my life was earnest but only partially true. When the pressure’s on, earnestness isn’t good enough, and is far from wise counsel. 

Let's make it more personal and less theoretical. Many Christian Nice Guys had gentle fathers, which was a blessing in many ways and a cursing wound in other ways if this is all the power they were willing to wield. We needed them to produce more force than what they were willing to produce on our behalf, as well as for our moms and siblings. I say "willing" instead of "able" because I believe that every man possesses the ability to create more assertive and aggressive acts of force but that these abilities have been perverted or have obstacles in their way. When the men in our families failed to be more than gentle, we were far more vulnerable to attack, misunderstandings, and disillusion regarding authority since one of our most intimate experiences with authority let us down.

Men like novelists Tobias Wolff and Donald Miller show us the neutered life of those who grow up without a father’s power because they had no father. They contain gripping accounts of male drifting, fecklessness, even wanderlust. A lack of male power can be just as wounding to women and children as a perverted or overabundant use of power - a wounding that radical feminism promotes today.

When men receive clarity regarding the difference between gentleness and niceness, they see that God gives them permission to be more forceful than they currently realize. Depression often lifts. Hope fills dry souls and spirits are enlivened. But then a fundamental question must soon be answered: Will I wield it for selfish gain, or as a warrior of light? The answer reveals what we love, and where we store our treasure.
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Paul and Sandy Coughlin are the authors of Married But Not Engaged: Why Men Check out and What You Can Do to Create the Intimacy You Desire, which helps Christian Nice Guy marriages grow and deepen. Paul is also a founding member of Godmen (www.godmen.org ). For more information about the Christian Nice Guy problem, read No More Christian Nice Guy or visit  Marriedbutnotengaged.com  or  Christianniceguy.com 
